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Shifting meanings: The role of metaphors in collective meaning–making in complex 
project leadership 
 
 
Summary: 
 
This paper examines the use of metaphors in collective meaning-making in the work of 
managers and leaders of megaprojects, drawing on interviews with thirty-three leaders of 
complex projects in a case study organisation responsible for the delivery of major 
acquisitions. Recognising the notion of both contextualised and decontextualised approaches 
to either seeking to elicit or project metaphors, the paper describes the various ways in 
practising project leaders describe their work and the synergies these metaphors have with the 
broader social discourse and theorisation around complexity and the language of complex 
adaptive systems. The paper presents our case study findings where we outline our typology 
of meta-metaphors describing project leaders’ multiple roles and our interpretation of the 
significance of these choices.  
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In the increasingly complex world of megaprojects, program and project managers – like 
their counterparts in general management – are faced with the challenges of interdependency, 
interconnectedness and effective interaction amongst increasing numbers of stakeholders. 
Because of the size of these projects, leaders must deal with stakeholders in both face-to-face 
and in virtual relationships. Successfully achieving this connection can happen through a 
variety of means both technical and relational. Traditionally, this field of project management 
has been focused on the ‘iron triangle’ of cost, quality and time. However, more recently, 
evidence has strongly emerged of the critical role of relationships and leadership in 
successful programs and projects (Merrow, 2011). Central to this focus on relationships and 
leadership is the role of language in creating shared mental models and shared schema that 
allow the project members to make sense of the temporally and geographically dispersed 
behaviours that constitute their shared reality (Boal and Schultz, 2007). This paper attends to 
this issue of the process of leadership and sense-making in projects. The paper thus responds 
to the conference theme to investigate new ways to understand and theorise the practice of 
management, where leaders and their diverse project teams as well as contractors and 
suppliers are engaged in a common enterprise in temporary or project based organisations 
(Hobday, 2000). 
  
With the rising number of megaprojects around the world, understanding of project 
management has widened to recognise that the profession must deliver a variety of outcomes: 
some that are reasonably predictable and certain; and others that are subject to a variety of 
uncertainties, constraints and outside influences and can be considered to be operating like 
complex adaptive systems (Whitty and Maylor, 2009). Project managers therefore often take 
on complex roles to manage and make sense of the demands of their diverse stakeholders.  
 
To understand how project managers do this, various researchers have focussed on language 
strategies used by these leaders as they undertake sense-making for project groups and 
organisations (Leary, 1995; Boal and Schultz, 2007; Eskerod, 1996). Amongst these 
strategies, the use of metaphor to achieve sense-making has received increasing attention in 
project management studies (Alderman and Ivory, 2007; Eskerod, 1996; Hällgren, 2007; 
Whitty, 2005). Cognitive scientists such as Lakoff and Johnson (2003) have argued that ‘our 
ordinary conceptual system, interims of which we both think and act, is fundamentally 
metaphorical in nature’ (p. 1). Thus, it can be argued that metaphorical expressions, 
identifying the qualities of some behaviour or attitude as another or similar one, can offer a 
key to the cognitive processes of their users.    
 
Tracing metaphors used in project management is one way to encapsulate and provide 
thematic coherence to understand the patterns of meaning that occur in complex 
environments such as megaprojects. For instance, Laufer, Denker and Shenhar (1996) 
characterise the evolving nature of project management as initially driven by linear, control 
focused metaphors of ‘scheduling’ in 1960s to ‘a three-ring circus’ in 1990s where projects 
becomes more complex and uncertain and are responsive to the crowded set of stakeholders 
who share them. Since 2000, the general management literature and some project 
management literature has taken a different turn, emphasising that complex projects are better 
understood with the all concomitant chaos, evolution and adaptation that complexity theorists 
envision in complex adaptive systems (Uhl-Bien and Marion, 2009; Uhl-Bien, Marion and 
McKelvey, 2007). However, at this stage, no real attempt to create a typology of these 
metaphors that reflect the complexity of these types of temporary organisations has been 
undertaken. In order to make sense of this new way of understanding organisational life, a 
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new metaphor or set of metaphors might provide thematic coherence and could guide project 
managers and researchers (Cornelissen, Oswick, Christensen and Phillips, 2008).  
 
In this context, understanding the cultural models that are used by practising project leaders 
allows tacit theories of behaviour to be made explicit. These cultural models or taken-for 
granted widely held shared models of a particular group play a significant part in how those 
people behave. The approach also accounts for the warning by Cornelissen, Oswick, 
Christensen and Phillips (2008), to stay close to the words and meanings attributed by those 
using them rather than to abstract and so risk distorting their meanings. These socially 
constructed cognitive schemas of thoughts and feelings mediate the interpretation of ongoing 
experiences and memory and therefore play an important part in the way project managers 
approach their work. One way to tap into these cultural models is to understand the language 
and mental models that allow project managers to make sense of their experiences, 
perceptions, planning and communication.  
 
More importantly, merely calling them ‘program’ or ‘project’ managers may no longer 
sufficiently convey the diverse roles they play, and labelling ‘complex projects’ often fails to 
make sense of dynamic collective systems of meaning. Identifying appropriate metaphors can 
provide synthesised imaginative responses to increase understanding of loosely coupled 
meanings that stimulate diverse actions. It also provides practical value to program and 
project managers to allow them to recognise their roles from multiple lenses. Therefore, this 
paper focuses on developing thematic coherence about how project managers approach their 
management and leadership tasks, and more especially on the metaphorical expressions 
describing complex projects and the role of complex project leadership. A key contribution of 
these case studies is to capture the shared schemas being used in these megaprojects by these 
21st century leaders.  
 
Thus, the aim of this paper is to briefly examine how perceptions of programs and projects 
and practising project leaders themselves have evolved over the last forty years and then to 
describe metaphors and meanings that encapsulate the dynamic roles of complex project 
leadership and the project based environment. We first explore the theoretical significance of 
the meaning of metaphors and their value in project based organisations, and briefly overview 
the published literature on metaphors in projects. The next sections explain our case study 
methodology, and provide empirical findings on metaphors and stories through which project 
leaders express their understanding of projects and their approach to work. We argue that 
leaders play multiple roles concurrently in managing complex projects through the lens of 
complex adaptive systems. 
  
Literature review 
 
The changing metaphors of project management 
 
The role of metaphor, as a key cognitive component for emerging meaning construction 
(Pinder and Bourgeois, 1982), has been variously critiqued by many scholars (Weick, 1995; 
Morgan, 1983; Boxenbaum and Rouleau, 2011; Cornelissen, 2006; Weick, 1989). Metaphor 
is one of the key mediums through which social actors can articulate the ambiguous and 
complex nature of collectives (Cornelissen and Kafouros, 2008). The use and exploration of 
metaphors has clearly shifted cognition and heightened sensitivity in both academia and in 
organisations themselves as to how collectives can be imagined (Morgan, 1997; Alvesson 
and Deetz, 1996). However, as Palmer and Dunford (1996), or more recently, drawing on a 
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notion of the continuum of contextualisation/decontextualisation, Cornelissen, Oswick, 
Christensen and Phillips (2008) propose, the use of metaphors differs according their role: 
either as ‘deductive metaphors’ that  those in academia use to project onto reality to explain 
action and processes or ‘inductively derived’ or ‘contextualised’ metaphors that are derived 
from the natural language of those involved in action and processes. Both approaches have 
value. This both/and approach is nowhere more powerful than when seeking to understand 
megaprojects and their complex, uncertain and ambiguous environments, and where using the 
power of words and symbols is needed to bring thematic coherence to collective 
sensemaking.  
 
Following Lakoff and Johnson’s (2003) seminal work on the social construction of reality 
and the role of metaphor, various researchers including institutional theorists (Perrow, 1986; 
Scott and Meyer, 1983; Suddaby, 2010), entrepreneurship researchers (Ahl, 2006; Dodd, 
2002), systems thinkers (Jackson 2003) and organisational theorists such as Weick (1989) 
and Morgan (1997) have focused on the role of the symbols in providing meaning to 
processes and actions. According to Lakoff and Johnson and more recently in Morgan’s 
‘decontextualised’ application to organisational life (1997, p. 277), metaphor has a 
“formative impact on language, on the construction and embellishment of meaning, and on 
the development of theory and knowledge of all kinds”. Metaphor offers effective 
“interpretive schemes” to aid in the reduction of uncertainty and ambiguity (Hill and 
Levenhagen, 1995). Leary (1995, p. 276) argues that “the use of metaphorical or comparative 
thinking is endemic to the ways in which scientists and non-scientists alike come to 
comprehend themselves and their world”. Therefore, metaphors create reality in line with but 
also shape “how their users, or coiners, perceive their own reality” (McCourt, 1997, p. 513). 
This discursive frame operates at a social level and thus, has, in this naming process, the 
possibility of shifting collective thinking in organisations. These principles can apply to 
understand complex projects, as temporary organisations, and as evolving structures and 
structuring processes (Cornelissen and Kafouros, 2008).  
 
Attention to metaphors is thus likely to be a useful tool for project leadership. Project leaders 
are able to create a shared mental model by telling a simplified story or using a metaphor 
overtly to guide members to essentialise the meaning of strategic directions, otherwise too 
complex to understand. Another possibility is to recognise the way in which a metaphor may 
emerge quite unconsciously within a project and this may then create an entire shared schema 
that becomes internally consistent but nonetheless drives a broad range of project emergence. 
As Boal and Schultz (2007) suggest, organisational leaders using metaphors or stories can 
develop a shared schema for a team, connecting temporal and thematic experience across 
time and space. 
 
However, all metaphors are also paradoxical to some degree (Hill and Levenhagen, 1995) 
beyond comparative similarities (Oswick and Robertson, 2009). This “salient imbalance” in 
metaphors actually stimulates creative and emergent processes of meaning creation 
(Cornelissen, 2005, p. 755). Exploring contradictions can lead to creative inquisition through 
comparing, reasoning and assimilating the meanings of complex projects and leadership. 
Overall, using metaphors in logical and paradoxical ways can benefit complex project 
management fields. In summary of Hill and Levenhagen’ key points (1995):  
Metaphors:  
• are able to describe product, service, mission or processes of projects;  
• may effectively synthesise the meaning of a large number of data and a broad range of 
activities;  
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• provide an abstracted model of the incomplete nature of projects to stimulate flexible and 
adaptive cognition;  
• stimulate emotional responses through comparative and paradoxical expressions; and 
• support project members to objectify their perceptions into facts and realities (pp. 1062-
65). 
 
In all, the literature suggests the many powerful ways in which metaphor can support the 
management and leadership of unwieldy and emergent organisational forms. Metaphors can 
provide focus to a shared reality and create linguistic structures through which to understand 
multiple temporally and geographically dispersed actions and feelings.  
 
Emerging metaphors in project management 
Research from the field of project management has identified unique expressions and 
metaphors, and Laufer, Denker and Shenhar (1996) have encapsulated the evolving emphases 
in inductively derived meanings of project management over the period of 1960-1990s (See 
Table 1 below). 
 
Table 1 Evolution of model of project management (Laufer et al., 1996, p. 190) 
 
Central concept Era of 
model 
Dominant project 
characteristics 
Main thrust Metaphor Means 
Scheduling (Control) 1960s Simple, certain Coordinating Scheduling regional 
flights in an airline 
Information 
technology, planning 
specialists 
Teamwork 
(integration) 
1970s Complex, uncertain Cooperation 
between 
participants 
Conducting a symphony 
orchestra 
Process facilitation, 
definition of roles 
Reducing uncertainty 
(Flexibility) 
1980s Complex, uncertain Making stable 
decision 
Exploring an unknown 
country 
Search for information, 
selective redundancy 
Simultaneity 
(dynamism) 
1990 Complex, uncertain, 
quick 
Orchestrating 
contending 
demands 
Directing a three-ring 
circus continuously 
switching acts based on 
the crowd’s response 
Experience, 
responsiveness and 
adaptability 
 
The authors (Laufer et al., 1996) describe project leadership and management through an 
analysis of the way project owners describe their projects. In the 1950 and 60s they identified 
with a metaphor of ‘scheduling regional flights in an airline’. Projects were symbolised as 
simple, linear and certain ways of coordinating activities. Scheduling techniques such as 
Critical Path Method (CPM) and Programme Evaluation Review Technique (PERT) and a 
functional approach was understood as a way to manage somewhat simple projects through 
the carefully co-ordinating efforts of technicians such as planners. In the 1970s, it was 
recognised that managing more complicated projects required integrated teams, and the 
metaphors of ‘conductor’ shaped the approach: ‘conducting a symphony orchestra’. A key 
role of the project manager was to coordinate multiple participants performing defined roles. 
The metaphor of the ‘symphony orchestra’ also suggested the emergence of the notion of the 
‘art’ of process management and leadership as project managers/‘conductors’ facilitated co-
operation amongst diverse ‘players’, each with their own specialisation to achieve a quality 
performance.  
 
However, in 1980s, characterising projects was deepened with the implication of uncertainty 
and complexity, and expressed as ‘exploring an unknown country’. The goal was to reduce 
uncertainty much as the explorer maps and defines the territory and, in practical terms, to 
make stable decisions. According to Pundir, Ganapathy and Sambandam (2007, p. 18), this 
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latter metaphoric expression works from the traditional positivist and contingency theorists’ 
perspective. The authors argue that the most pressing priority of these theorists was thus to 
achieve project goals and meet the performance criteria or critical success factors, 
independent of environment. By the 1990s, Laufer et al (1996) argue that the metaphor of the 
‘three-ring circus’ recognised the importance of dynamic simultaneity. The tasks of managers 
here are to simultaneously integrate tasks and people to orchestrate acts in a fast changing 
environment. This expression challenges the previous traditional, contingency and system 
view, requiring more skilful acts of project managers (Milliken, 1987; Engwall, 2003; 
Williams, 2005; Baccarini, 1996; Williams, 1999).   
 
However, this traditional view seems limiting as it attempts to capture project dynamism of 
megaprojects. The traditional view implies that project managers oversee a large quantity or 
aggregate of predetermined ‘complicated’ situations. The metaphors barely reflect an 
emerging ‘deductive’ metaphor now becoming common in academia and among senior 
practitioners (ICCPM, 2011). This is the biological metaphor of the ‘self-organising’ and 
‘evolving’ nature of complex adaptive systems, with their interaction and interdependence of 
a diverse range of people, system and environment as a whole, rather than by simultaneous 
recognition of individual project components (Cilliers, 1998). Beyond the ‘complicated’ and 
‘uncertain’ nature of 20th century megaprojects, many scholars (Milliken, 1987; Engwall, 
2003; Williams, 2005; Baccarini, 1996; Williams, 1999) now attempt to explain non-linear, 
emerging and unpredictable phenomena of complex projects (Boal and Schultz, 2007; Uhl-
Bien et al., 2007; Palmberg, 2009).  
 
A project, viewed as a complex adaptive system (CAS), is an emerging concept across 
organisational studies and leadership theories (Boal and Schultz, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; 
Palmberg, 2009). CAS can be explained as a “neural-like network of interacting, 
interdependent agents (person or group) who are bonded in a collective dynamic by common 
need” (Uhl-Bien and Marion, 2009, p. 631). The metaphor or image of an evolutionary 
biological structure and structuring better replicates individual and collective emergence 
which shapes projects than do more traditional views (Cooke-Davies, Cicmil, Crawford and 
Richardson, 2007; Jackson, 2003). One characteristic of CAS is their fractal nature, 
understood as ‘irregular shapes that repeat themselves in nature’ (Cooke-Davies et al., 2007, 
p.53). This concept helps to explore the formation of complex patterns. For this study, the 
notion of fractal behaviour is of particular interest as megaprojects are usually comprised of 
many smaller interdependent projects all seeking to contribute to a greater outcome than their 
own project. A second characteristic is emergence or the notion of transformation of the 
system but bounded by earlier patterns, rules and constraints specified in the system (Cooke-
Davies et al., 2007). This notion is core to understanding the evolution of megaprojects over a 
long period of time. 
 
Overall, we argue that the metaphors of project management and project leadership in 2000s 
contain expressions and images accumulated prior to 1990s but are evolving towards 
emphasis on many of the qualities theorised in complex adaptive systems. Beyond technical 
experts and direct control, project leaders are often framed as a guiding agent of emergent 
patterns and holistic systems (Anderson and Merna, 2003; Crawford and Nahmias, 2010; 
Hölzle, 2010). This paper reports new metaphors, contextually formed from the words of 
project managers themselves, that are currently being used by a group of practising program 
and project leaders, and that succinctly capture their understanding of megaprojects and 
leadership in 2000s.  
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Methodology 
The present paper adopts a qualitative case study method to present a grounded cultural 
model of program and project leadership in megaprojects. The case organisation is a large 
and complex public sector agency in Australia with a budget of AS$4.8 billion per annum 
managing over 350 large projects. A typical maturity of projects is scored and benchmarked 
over the period of 12 years. In selecting relevant cases for this research, we applied three 
criteria: (1) complexity; (2) maturity; and (3) success of the projects. The first criterion of 
project complexity was guided by the Acquisition Category Framework developed by the 
Australian Government. This framework categorises the projects by the level of complexity 
from highest 1 to lowest 4, in overall assessment of schedule, technical difficulty, operation 
and support, and commercial implications. We selected cases with the highest level (1 and 2) 
of complexity to capture unique and common issues across the cases. To provide some 
understanding of the significance of these projects: Level 1 projects are major capital 
equipment acquisitions that are most strategically significant involving extensive project and 
schedule management complexity, and very high level of technical difficulty, and support and 
commercial arrangements with a budget of over AS$2 billion; Level 2 projects also have a 
significant level of project complexity but a budget from AS$500 million to $2 billion. 
 
Second, we chose mixed cases with varying levels of temporal and technical maturity ranging 
from beginning, middle, to end of the project cycles, to sense different roles of project leaders 
in different temporal periods. Third, we included cases that had varying levels of project 
success from high achievement to projects of concern, determined by annual project review 
data and independent audit reports. Overall, we obtained access to eight complex projects in 
2008 and 2009. Projects were typically in one phase of a long-term project averaging over 40 
years (including sustainment) with complex alliance or matrix project structures, but were 
varied across the lifecycle of the projects.  
 
The main data collection method was semi-structured interviews. Interviews are an essential 
source of evidence for qualitative case studies (Yin, 2003). Understanding the language used 
by leaders of these complex projects requires the interview technique to generate in-depth 
and contextually-based outcomes through interactions between the researchers and 
interviewees (Fontana and Frey, 2005; Miller and Glassner, 1997). The interviewees were 
selected by strata sampling by background, level of project management experience and 
decision-making levels by discussion with the senior directors of each project. As a result, we 
interviewed a total of 33 directors and managers across eight cases in 2008 and 2009. All 
participants had influential project leadership responsibilities during a temporal phase of a 
large project they were working on. The interviews were conducted taking approximately 40 
to 90 minutes, and each interview was tape recorded and transcribed by a professional 
transcriber.   
 
The transcriptions were uploaded to a qualitative software program ‘NVivo’ to ensure rigor 
in the analysis process and to achieve a high level of condensation, category structuring and 
meaning interpretation (Bazeley, 2007). First, we organised data by eight cases and examined 
interview questions on topics such as: (1) particular stories or images that capture you or 
other members of the team talk about the project; (2) particular stories or images that you like 
to tell or descriptions you like to use to achieve your leadership; (3) leadership philosophy 
and tough leadership; and (4) leadership communication that has had an impact on your 
understanding of the vision, strategic alignment and roadmap for the project. Following the 
collation of all metaphors identified in the stories and descriptions of the interviewees, we 
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clustered these using similarity of characteristics of the images described, Finally, cross-
validating unique findings across the stories, images, strategies and methods that project 
leaders described, we developed metaphoric themes that encapsulate complex project 
environments and leadership roles. 
 
Findings 
 
Most of projects in this case study organisation are the subject of considerable parliamentary 
and public interest to ensure on-time, budget and capability delivery. The projects deliver a 
range of military off-the-shelf capability solutions, and heavy airlift projects. Managers 
commonly expressed their leadership challenges due to overwhelming size, range of 
geographically dispersed and diverse stakeholders and the technical and structural complexity 
of projects. One project director expressed what the nature of these projects meant to him:   
 
“In terms of an overview of what the project is, it’s more than building 3 ships. That 
in itself is a huge task, it’s complicated, it’s challenging, it’s a global effort really to 
bring all the necessary components and people and technology together… We all sign 
up for this one set of objectives together and we all share in the success or failure of 
that, but when you bring three organisations together with diverse backgrounds, 
different skills, different systems and processes, different ways of viewing the world, 
and you try to bring them together to work as one team, it’s actually very, very hard. 
We’re not competing against each other, there’s no win/lose within the team. That’s 
the primary role.” 
 
This quote amplifies the challenges of many of the interviewees as they talked about their 
projects and the importance of not just the technical and administrative dimensions but also 
of the significant need to create a shared schema for their projects.   
 
Our respondents, 33 project directors and project managers, told a variety of stories and 
described and or used metaphors that had impacted on them, or that they used to influence 
their team. As illustrated in Figure 1, our analysis identified that project managers play 
multiple roles to guide their emerging projects. These include: 
 
• Master and Commander 
• Network Weaver 
• Time Broker 
• Boundary Protector  
• People Enabler 
• Translator 
• Multi-faceted Actor 
• Dysfunctional Family 
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Figure 1 The second order themes - metaphor of project leaders and environments  
 
The next section of the paper now describes the findings of our analysis using a grounded 
cultural model to describe the roles these interviewees ascribe to themselves as they lead their 
projects and teams. 
  
1. Master and Commander in Battlefield  
 
A significant group of 19 project managers across 8 cases often used metaphors drawing on 
the military styles of master and commander. Their responses seem to reflect the nature of 
their organisational work. The key emphases of this theme were on ‘making decisions’ and 
‘leading by example’ as the key role of project leaders to control their megaprojects like a 
“battlefield”.  
 
One distinctive role is that they need to make decisions despite various conflicting views, and 
sometimes need to lead more directly than by telling inspiring war stories alone. Key 
expressions were: “Not everything is by consensus”, “Someone has to make decisions”, and 
“I am the boss”. One project manager explained leadership as commanding: “Cooperation to 
me is a weak word for it. Command is that concept of management plus leadership focused… 
and the command element is about his making sure that the team are all following his 
directions”. Providing a clear direction with persuasive arguments and certainty is critical for 
project leaders to display their leadership, although it might not have been the ideal decision, 
according to interviewees.  
 
However, to sustain their authority and rhetorical arguments, many project managers 
emphasised that they need to ‘lead by example’ using their intuition and wisdom: 
“Leadership from the front, I’ll do it first, then demonstrate, and then move forward on that. 
That’s one that we’ve done here for years”. Project leaders should be able to do things by 
themselves and show the way to people who can move forward on that, according to 
2. Network Weaver 
3. Time Broker 
4. Boundary Protector 
 
 
 5. People Enabler 
1. Master and Commander 
8. Dysfunctional Family  
Battlefield 
Chaos Web 
7. Multi-faceted Actor 
Exhibition 
Intrapreneurial  Pathway Complex System  
6. Translator 
Multi- temporal 
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interviewees. This strong top-down directional and hands-on exemplary leadership has been 
traditionally strongly valued in the complex project environments. This metaphor draws on 
the most traditional of the patterns identified in earlier periods of project management.   
 
2. Network Weaver in a Web  
 
Nine managers’ expressions on leadership have been crystallised as network weaver in a web. 
From their experience, project leadership entails sensing a holistic view and weaves a myriad 
of project components, people, and pathways. Key expressions were “bird’s eye”, “radar”, 
“keeping mindful of the various little things”, and “for being able to see both sides”. In 
explaining their project environments, they used the words like “web”, “system centre”, and 
“hub and spoke model”. These expressions pertain more to the connections in a CAS and the 
freedom and flexibility of emergent systems than hierarchical structure, but tightly aligns 
cross-functional teams from the central hub to edges. These expressions imply that projects 
are multiple and complex but still have certain order or predictable patterns. 
 
However, beyond looking at this holistic picture paying attention to various components, 
project leadership needs effective and efficient actions to weave the parts together to make 
the orderly network work, according to interviewees. Key expressions were “putting together 
a whole bund of threads”, “a spider in the middle of web”, and “getting thousands of projects 
to line up”. Project managers explained the onus on them to plan a significant number of 
tasks and cause and effect relationships in some cases lasting over 40 years: “We’ve got 
schedules which might have 12,000 to 15,000 lines, so you use toolsets to work out what’s 
the critical path, and the secondary critical path”.  
 
While weaving the functional networks, some successful leaders acted like a “spider” to 
promptly sense issues and opportunities, and respond at a right time under their built-in 
‘sticky radar’, capturing prey for project survival. One project manager explained one 
colleague’s leadership behaviour: “His ability to pull together a whole bunch of threads and 
get everything going was really quite impressive. He was on top of everything, He could pull 
facts out of the air, pull all the threads together. He was like a spider in the middle of his web, 
and he just knew where the insects were stuck and he would go and get them”. This theme 
suggests that the project leadership role is certainly to map project resources, schedules and 
activities. However, further, they bring individual people, teams and organisations together, 
weaving them into the system of projects and patterning their shared structure, much as the 
web has its structural, fractal form.  
 
3. Time Broker in Multi-Temporal Organisations 
 
Projects are commonly described as temporary organisations and as one-off events. However, 
temporary organisation doesn’t seem to adequately capture time complexity in their 
megaprojects that often implicate multi-temporality, for often more than decades. Many 
managers thus emphasised their skilful ability as time brokers in two ways: negotiating 
functional clock times and interpretive social time from multiple stakeholders. 
 
First, project managers needed to effectively plan, break or merge various phases, segments 
and manageable activities, ensuring functional timeliness: “ranging out in time across the 
project”, or “you are always ranging across projects and ranging today, tomorrow, mid-term”. 
To do this, project managers in the case study organisation utilise comprehensive timeline 
tools such as the Integrated Master Schedule software. This new generational scheduling tool 
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allows the mapping of multi-segments at multi-level sub-systems capturing a dynamic replica 
of complex projects. Managers expressed that they often break time to manageable size of 
sub-segments, or show small wins within a certain period to boost the project confidence of 
team members and external stakeholders. They push and pull tasks in different time segments 
to synchronise rhythms of the projects. Overall, project manager as leaders played a 
significant role in negotiating multi-temporality, ensuring interactions and interdependencies 
of multiple groups and individuals. 
 
In addition, complex project managers required skilful leadership to facilitate positive 
orchestration of stakeholders’ perceptions as a developmental process. Fourteen managers 
described stories they used around the metaphor of time. Examples were: “the whole view of 
the world is changing” – all the time; and “Let’s forget about what we had in the past” – thus 
diffusing past time. They also worked to “Meet the train, make decisions”–  to be on time; to 
“Drive people to make sure that it’s there” – in time”; and “You think you have lot of time, 
but time is your enemy” – worked with no time.  
 
Most of all, one of challenges of acting as a time broker is the long time that megaprojects are 
in the making. Many project managers expressed that they needed to “refresh ourselves” to 
keep focus on the purpose of their long-term project. Managers constantly train team 
members who come and go during the different project periods to form a shared 
understanding of their project. A manager suggested: “Provide reminder, keep refreshing it” 
repeating it across time. Even more interestingly, one expression, ‘at the end of the day’ was 
repeating 67 time across the 33 interviews, suggesting how conscious project leaders are 
about the time-focused and time-limited nature of project management. 
 
Therefore, the ‘time broker’ controls and reminds their team about project temporality (e.g., 
milestones, segments, phases, and activities) as the critical activity for long-term 
megaprojects. Managers not only plan and implement projects but negotiate time perceptions 
within and across the temporal periods: on time, in time, across time, all times, and no time.  
 
4. Boundary Protector in an Intrapreneurial Environment 
 
Eight project managers expressed that one important role they perform is to scope and protect 
project boundaries. They claimed their roles as “restricting others’ boundary”, “watching 
scope creep”, “protecting the program”, “sounding board”, and “political buffer”. One project 
manager explained that his project set one thousand requirements for their contractors. It 
required constant monitoring and negotiation when the project emerges as an open system. 
One of the key roles is to make requirements clear in early clarification phases to protect the 
project boundaries: “Your main job as a project manager is to stop your squadron leaders 
being scope stealers”, and “Basically protecting the program from those who would seek to 
want it to go in a different direction”.   
 
To do this, they often became “political buffers”, or exercised “political influences” in a large 
public sector setting. One manager suggested a strategy of “not by removing them, but by 
getting around them”, and “humming ‘clear the path and let it pass friend’ ”. Particularly, 
managers in this public sector organisation valued “a sense of commerce” to defeat “scope 
stealers” who tried to change something without paying more money, emphasising that their 
project is part of a “capitalist system”, not “communism”. A number of managers also 
emphasised that they need to act like “small business operators” watching out the financial 
scope of “cash flow”, which is often lacking in public sector projects. 
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The connotation of the theme seemed to be to stick to the initial plan but negotiate boundaries 
in an intrapreneurial way as projects emerge. Leadership in this set of public sector 
megaprojects is required to project, protect and re-shape the boundaries using hard 
management skills and soft political influence within a business framework.  
 
5. People Enabler along the Pathway 
 
A sizeable group of 21 managers emphasised that one of key leadership roles is enabling 
people. One manager expressed that the project is about knowing people, reading people and 
working out what motivates people. Throughout the interviews, managers repeatedly used 
soft words, such as ‘mentor’, ‘support’, ‘trust’, ‘facilitate’, ‘interact, ‘share’, ‘encourage’, 
‘develop’, ‘promote’, ‘read’, ‘share’, ‘grow together’, ‘guide’, ‘respond, ‘ invite’, ‘coach’, 
and ‘inspire’. One manager called their staff members “rough diamonds” and their role is to 
“foster people to be able to shine and develop in their own way”.  
 
In addition, many expressions about their project leadership included to create enabling 
conditions by “removing the roadblock”, “backing them up when they need assistance”, and 
“give them as much rope as they can handle”. Often the managers awaken the consciousness 
of staff on unknown areas for problem-solving by “giving different positive suggestions”, and 
“giving sufficient tools for them to use”. Their leadership role is enabling self-regulation of 
individual members. In particular, their responsiveness and interpersonal communication 
skills were valued by these interviewees as a way to demonstrate their supportive leadership.  
 
6. Translator in Complex Systems 
Most of project managers expressed that they have difficulties in explaining the complexity 
of their projects to their team members and stakeholders. For instance, the leaders of one of 
smaller projects managed more than $150 million over the 6 year phase of a long project life 
cycle and used sophisticated project management tools. Nonetheless, they were using and 
suggested the use of a simple story and metaphor to help people make sense of their complex 
projects. They asserted that, as leaders, their role is to help people by using a simple message 
repetitively.  
 
This translation process occurred: through metaphors such as mechanistic expressions, 
including ‘building a house’, ‘home electricity’ and ‘internet connection’; using ‘a simple 
rally song’ or ‘old war story’; or using a visual as metaphor in the form of a white-board 
showing simple diagrams. Some managers emphasised the “Keep It Simple and Stupid” 
principle: “Well I always use the KISS principle. That’s I think in the environment we work 
in, a lot of process, I think because we’re a complex project, people try and think in complex 
terms. I don’t think we really need to do that. We tend to complicate things more than we 
probably really need to”. 
 
However, to effectively deliver the message, the managers confirmed that they, as leaders, 
must have thorough understanding of the complexity of projects and hands on experience in 
facilitating a variety of systems, structures, cultures and people, to confidently ‘translate’ the 
project complexity through simple analogies and metaphors. 
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7. Multi-faceted Actor on Exhibition 
 
The need for performativity of these interviewees was a theme that strongly emerged from 
the data. Seventeen project managers expressed that skilful leadership is about performing as 
a multi-faceted ‘actor’ to facilitate a multitude of different perceptions from individuals, 
groups and cultures. Managers needed to be conscious about what they say and how they 
behave as they are “on exhibition”.   
 
For instance, managers expressed a range of metaphors that highlight their need for flexibility 
and adaptability in the performance of their leadership: “vary leadership styles to the situation 
and the pressures that are on us at the time”, “adapt my style for different people”, “vary my 
leadership style”, “could be put at play”, “depends on story”, “horses for courses”, “use 
different words”, and “whatever the desires are, so things change”. These metaphorical 
expressions suggest that rehearsed scripts and acts should be flexible to adapt to different 
situations, instead of sticking to a single image of leadership. Managers needed to preserve 
both unique and multiple views, but simultaneously ensure that they created positive 
perceptions in their audiences about their projects:  
 
“You know they gave me those square cups and that was the most important thing to 
me, I feel really good about it. So you’ve got all that level, whatever you want to call 
them, games that you have to play in order to keep all the different parties happy. 
Because you’re not dealing with a simple contractual arrangement; you’re dealing 
with people here”. 
 
This situational framing for different audiences and times was essential to guide 
unpredictable challenges in complex projects. 
 
8. Dysfunctional Family in Chaos 
 
Finally, paradoxical terms were used in metaphoric expressions to describe chaotic project 
environments and people’s interactions. Nine of the interviewees mentioned various 
expressions such as “we are family” and “tribe” but also “dysfunctional” and “idiosyncratic” 
descriptions were common. The interviewees described that a dysfunctional family normally 
“argues” with, “smashes”, and tries “needling” each other, and “hijacking rational thinking”. 
The family is often engaged in “storms in teacups” with “circular arguments”. However, 
these expressions actually implied brilliant and talented project members running complex 
projects and successful bouncing off each other, according to one interviewee:  
 
“This is our project team, we are a dysfunctional family. We have everybody flawed 
in our own way. We’re all human, We’ve all got our own idiosyncrasies, our own 
flaws, but together as a unit, we are effective and we might criticise each other 
internally, in a fun, jesting way, and make fun of each others’ idiosyncrasies, 
Achilles’ heels and tweaking and needling at each other; but heaven forbid, someone 
from outside talks about any of our colleagues. ...Dysfunctional families usually can’t 
product the good though, can they? We can.  We can produce the goods. When I say 
they’re dysfunctional, maybe we’re just a family of idiosyncratic people…the range 
of characters out there, they’re amazing. They are a brilliant bunch of people”. 
 
The key role for project managers is to ensure that the idiosyncratic members were well 
blended in integrated environments passing the “litmus test”. These conflicts and blendedness 
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generate creative solutions for evolving projects. Often, managers described their complex 
project environments as “an avalanche”, “chaos”, or “evolution”. 
   
“It’s almost …it’s almost like an avalanche with a whole lot of stuff flying down a 
hill, and it’s disorganised and it’s smashing each other, might nail a few houses down 
and whatever else, but it’s always going to get down to the bottom of the hill. To a 
certain extent there are things…some of them are nonsensical but you’ve just got to 
do them, and they are chaotic”. 
 
Sudden and unpredictable rapid work-flows, like “an avalanche” in the working environment, 
created chaotic environments. These metaphors suggest both the disruption of equilibrium but 
also evolutionary nature of projects. This last theme is strongly rooted in deeper 
contemporary societal metaphors of complex adaptive systems such as the notion of chaos, 
emergence and change as inevitable and relatively unpredictable in how the patterns will 
emerge.   
 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
This paper has explored a set of understandings of project leadership in the complex 
environment space as it was described by 33 project leaders. Our findings highlight the ways 
in which these inductively derived meanings cluster around eight core themes, including: 
master and commander; network weaver; time broker; boundary protector; people enabler; 
translator; multi-faceted actor; and dysfunctional family.   
 
We have taken the exploratory qualitative case study method to gain new insights to project 
management and leadership, in complex project environments. The paper firstly highlighted 
the role of metaphors in enriching the process of theorisation in general management studies 
and more specifically in project management. This was followed by our case study findings 
where we tapped how project managers consciously or unconsciously use metaphoric 
expressions to manage their complex projects. We then presented meta-metaphors describing 
project leaders’ roles and our interpretation of the significance of these choices blending the 
various meanings of empirical findings.  
 
In the case study organisations, experienced project leaders who manage large scale projects 
emphasised that they should make decisions and lead by example demonstrating their expert 
knowledge and experience as the master and commander, at the same time playing multiple 
other roles: enabling people, networking, brokering, protecting, translating and guiding their 
dysfunctional family.  Project management environments were perceived as battlefields, 
webs, pathways, complex systems, exhibitions, chaos, dysfunctional interactions, and multi-
temporal interactions. While metaphors such as master and commander have much in 
common with previously developed research, with most metaphors in business and strategy 
related to war, sport or mechanistic images (Oliver, 1999; Simons, 2001), the findings of this 
study deepen our understanding of the complex and uncertain nature of project management 
post 2000. The study illuminates project managers’ responses to emergence, the relationships 
and interconnections between people, temporality, and the fractal patterns of units and 
projects. These new metaphors  draw on a cultural model embedded in notions of the 
complexity sciences, and expressed in language such as ‘network weaver’, time broker’, 
‘boundary protector’, ‘translator’, ‘dysfunctional family’ and ‘people enabler along a 
pathway’. Our interpretation of the findings is that the salient issue in understanding these 
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large scale projects and their leadership post-2000 is the emergence of projects through 
collective adaptation. This is beyond directive leadership of individuals but particularly in 
complex project environments.  
 
These expressions reflect a deeper embedding of the language of CAS in the way the 
academic community, the megaproject environment and the business community more 
generally is discussing the significance of complexity. The characteristics of emergence, 
unpredictability and the lens of fractal patterns and biological structures are now being 
widely discussed in the broader complex project management community (ICCPM, 2011). 
This leakage between inductively derived and deductive metaphors demonstrates one 
powerful example of the role of metaphor in shaping processes and actions in practice.  
 
The contextualised descriptions of these complex project environments and multi-roles of 
project managers, as rhetorical forms, suggest that, as Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009) have 
argued, successful leadership represents, simultaneously, the ‘human desire to predict and 
control, while CAS dynamics are emergent properties of complex systems. Each influences 
and is influenced by the other’ (p. 643). Emergence of the systems occurs through the 
interaction of interdependent agents – such as individual members, managers, organisations 
and networks (Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009). However, in these complex projects 
environments, the conceptualisation of projects as temporary organisations focuses strongly 
on the role of multi-temporality. The role of project manager and leader is thus to guide 
emerging patterns and patternings of their adaptive systems. The metaphors identified in this 
study reflect many of the functions of metaphors ascribed by Hill and Levenhagen (1995) but 
what the paper has also shown is that the dimensions of abstract concepts and meanings 
ascribed to the sciences of complexity are now being folded into everyday language of 
working leaders and are emerging in the metaphors of contemporary project leadership.    
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